Epitope-tagging vectors for the expression and detection of recombinant proteins in mycobacteria.
New tools are required to study the growing number of uncharacterised genes derived from genome sequence projects that are specific to bacterial pathogens such as Mycobacterium tuberculosis. We have developed a series of vectors that permit the specific detection of recombinant proteins expressed in mycobacterial species. Gene expression in these vectors is driven by the strong hsp60 promoter of Mycobacterium bovis BCG and detection of expressed products is facilitated by C-terminal fusion of residues 409-419 of the human c-myc proto-oncogene. Using the M. tuberculosis Ag85B as a reporter of gene expression, we demonstrate that the vectors permit the specific detection of recombinant products expressed in the host species M. bovis BCG. BCG over-expressing Ag85B was a potent inducer of Ag85B-specific T cells in immunised mice, indicating that the C-terminal c-myc tag did not alter the characteristics of the recombinant protein. The versatility of the epitope-tagging vectors was demonstrated by the efficient secretion and detection of recombinant products in BCG. The vectors described in this study will facilitate the expression of foreign proteins in mycobacterial host systems.